The Year of Reflecting Dangerously : Back to Basics by Eunice Tan
  70 




This reflective paper discusses the issue of developing a basic teaching skill – giving instructions. 
It is based on a teaching journal that I kept about a class of students who frequently did not 
understand how to do the tasks I asked them to carry out. First, the rationale for focusing on this 
particular aspect of teacher talk – instructional language – is provided. Other than it being an 
important skill for any teacher to develop, effectively giving instructions is extremely important 
in Rikkyo University’s English Discussion Class (EDC) due to curriculum constraints, for 
example, a lesson methodology that relies on careful time management to be effective. Next, 
examples of the class’s performance are given, and my corresponding changes in instructional 
style are described. The paper ends with my comments on the benefits and challenges of a year of 
reflection, and briefly explains further action research topics of interest. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Years ago, in Singapore, my mentor once likened giving good instructions to ‘the bread and butter’ 
of teaching. Delivering instructions well so that students can understand what they need to do in 
class is one of the most basic skills teachers need to develop and, as the existence of this reflective 
paper suggests, one I am sorely in need of improving. It is quite unfortunate (for both myself and 
my students) that I have progressed so far in my teaching career without having developed this 
fundamental skill, and there is no better place than EDC for me to hone this skill; as I wrote in my 
first self-reflection paper earlier this year, EDC’s unique teaching environment “actually helped 
me to focus on…my…teacher quirks and weaknesses that I had excused for far too long…” (Tan, 
2017). So, as an extension of my first Instructor self-reflection paper, I decided to ensure I deal 
with this weakness in my teaching. Also, as Aldrich (2017) concisely explains, in EDC, 
 
…teachers are expected to maximize students’ talk time…[but] mandatory in-class 
activities…[places] time pressure on teachers, which means that they cannot spend too 
long giving instructions…[so] it is important for instructors to be efficient in their 
communication with students. Teacher input must be comprehensible, salient, and 
actionable, but brief. (pg. 287, author’s emphasis) 
 
Another important reason for working on improving in giving instructions is, it can positively 
impact how I run my EDC classes. 
 One consequence of the time pressure mentioned above is that if students have trouble 
figuring out what they need to do in class, explaining tasks takes more time than usual and results 
in lessons that do not end on time – something that happened to one of my classes repeatedly the 
past semester. This class was composed of seven Japanese students and one international student. 
From the first week of the semester, I had thought these students were fairly motivated and 
engaged in class activities – but only when they did not have to listen to me. They enjoyed 
interacting with their classmates, but when it came to listening to my instructions or paying 
attention to one of my few teacher-fronted explanations, some students would start nodding off, 
while others would look at me but not express any comprehension of my words. Initially, drawing 
on my experience of teaching Japanese students, I thought they were either typical Japanese 
students who understood what I was saying, but believed that respect for a teacher is shown by 
being quiet and showing no emotion while listening to the teacher, or were low-level students who 
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could not understand spoken instructions in English well. 
 Unfortunately, I soon found my reasoning to be somewhat flawed because, first,  unlike 
other classes I taught, their ability to follow my instructions signaled that, respect for the teacher 
notwithstanding, they actually did not understand what I had asked them to do - for example, when 
I explicitly instructed them to rank their choices rather than just choose three items from the list 
as expressed in the written instructions in the textbooks, invariably, more than half of them would 
end up just choosing three items. Second, when I slowed my rate of speech overall, they 
understood my spoken, teacher-fronted feedback on their discussions, so their level of spoken 
English comprehension was not as low as I had initially thought. 
 Having explained how my teacher-talk and student performance could be linked, I will now 
go on to describe what changes I made in my teaching style to improve student performance. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Ellis (2012), in discussing teacher-talk, summarized O’Neil’s (1994) perspectives on what makes 
effective teacher-talk in the following list: 
 
1. It is broken in sense groups. 
2. It is simplified but not unnatural. 
3. It is more redundant than ‘ordinary speech’ and words and structures are naturally 
repeated or ‘recycled’ at regular intervals. 
4. It is broken into ‘short paragraph’ segments to encourage or invite students to interrupt, 
comment, and ask questions. 
5. When new vocabulary or structure is taught, typical examples are given. 
6. The teacher gets regular feedback through questions - especially ‘open questions’. 
7. The teacher uses other devices to get feedback such as student physical responses. 
8. A variety of elicitation and explanation techniques are used (e.g. use of context, 
enactment, illustration). 
9. A variety of correction techniques are employed, including both covert and overt types.  
10. It is between 95 per cent and 85 per cent comprehensible. 
A teacher-educator’s perspective on teacher-talk (based on O’Neil, 1994 as cited in Ellis, 2012, p. 
119, author’s emphasis) 
 
Since this paper focuses on instructions, not teacher-fronted feedback, only items 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, and 
10 (in bold) on the list are relevant. Using these guidelines, I will show how I improved the way I 
gave instructions. 
 By Lesson 5, I had already begun using various ways of trying to get the students to 
understand my instructions. As mentioned, I slowed the rate of my speech overall and spoke in 
short sentences (List items 1-2). That seemed to work well, till we reached the preparation stage 
of the Discussion 2 activity of Lesson 5. 
 This activity seemed simple enough – students were tasked to choose the kind of study 
abroad experience (studying a foreign language or their major, living in a big city or in a small 
town etc.) students should aim for. However, about 20 seconds after I had asked the students to 
start choosing, some students started whispering to their classmates asking them how to complete 
the task, and others made small sounds signaling incomprehension. Responding to those signs 
(List item 7), I told students to stop and look up, and I then held up the textbook. I explained how 
to complete the task by pointing to the relevant parts of the printed activity and using gestures to 
demonstrate what the students should do (List item 8). This took about one and half minutes, but 
students finally understood what they should do and managed to complete the preparation task. 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion, Vol. 6, 2018 
 72 
Unfortunately, it had taken about two and a half minutes to explain how to complete a task that 
usually takes one minute to finish. 
 From this incident, I learnt that just grading my speech and breaking up the content of my 
instructions into comprehensible chunks was not enough. I also had to be more prepared when 
giving instructions and not assume students would understand what to do but ensure that the first 
instruction they got would be immediately actionable. 
 In Lessons 6 and 7, the textbook activities were simple enough that the students could 
understand how to do them just by reading the written instructions or listening to my very simple 
instructions. However, because the tasks did not require much explanations, these instances were 
not a good assessment of whether I had improved in giving instructions – it seems logical that if I 
can give effective instructions on how to complete a task that is more complicated, it would mean 
I am making progress. So, the next chance I had was in Lesson 8. In the Discussion 1 activity, 
students were asked to choose which kinds of pressure men and women feel. However, I thought 
that, for students to be able to use previously learnt function phrases (Different Viewpoints), they 
should also think about which groups within the genders feel that particular pressure, for example, 
some people might think that young women, rather than elderly women, would feel more pressure 
to look fashionable. I set about crafting my instructions for this extended discussion preparation 
activity. 
 First, I broke down the task into two main parts. I tasked students to place check marks in 
the boxes, like what the textbook instructed them to do (List item 1) – that was done easily and 
quickly enough. Next, while students were doing that, I drew part of the table shown in the 
textbook on the board, making use of illustrations (List item 8) to demonstrate what students 
should do. An example of the illustration I used is provided below: 
 
 
Figure 1. How to Complete the Second Part of the Lesson 8 Discussion 1 Preparation Task. 
 
 I explained to the students that not all men and women feel the same way about the 
pressures listed in the textbook and asked them to think about and write down which groups of 
men and women specifically would feel those pressures. The words in brackets are examples of 
what the students should write. This method of giving instructions proved successful because most 
students nodded while I gave the examples, and also immediately started writing their answers. 
When I monitored, they were on task. 
 From then on, for every additional or different task (from the textbook), I used illustrations 
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to supplement my spoken instructions, and this class understood what to do every time. Another 
example is shown here: 
 
 
Figure 2. How I instructed students to add information sources to their work-life balance choices. 
 
 I also discovered that verbally connecting one part of the activity to the following part 
contributed a lot to their understanding of my instructions. In Lesson 10, when monitoring students 
as they completed the Discussion 1 preparation task (deciding which ways of using money are 
















Figure 3. Students tended to think most of the ways to use money were ‘good’. 
 
 I then said, “Interesting. If everything is a good way to use money, that’s difficult to discuss.” 
I observed some students nodding in agreement and others answered in the affirmative (List item 
10). So, I added, “So please do a ranking now.” They had looks of comprehension on their faces, 
and immediately set about ranking their choices, which led to them being able to compare the 
different ways and give reasons for their ranking. Prior to this class taking place, I had had some 
students wonder where they should write the numbers, and so for this class, I held up the textbook 
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and indicated the appropriate place (by the side of the numerals numbering the different ways of 
using money). The time taken to give instructions was minimal, and students understood the logic 




Being an objective, methodical and pedagogy-driven teacher is something I aspire to be, but I tend 
to teach with my heart and usually respond without thinking to students’ behaviour. The idea of 
my teacher-self has been significantly challenged due to rigorous self-reflection that, while 
mandatory due to my job as an EDC Instructor, has, in hindsight, been extremely useful in 
updating my teaching philosophy. Also, at the risk of sounding dramatic, the writing about my 
teaching experiences in a teaching journal has proved cathartic. Farrell (2007) listed one of the 
purposes of teaching journals as “to vent one’s frustrations and set goals for remedying problems” 
(pg. 109) and my teaching journal this semester has definitely allowed me to identify and work on 
one of my weaknesses as a teacher. 
 Moving forward, I am interested in exploring how purposeful teacher input that explains or 
lays out the logic of tasks concisely would affect student performance in discussions. I have 
realized over the past year, finding a clear reason or goal for doing these EDC semester projects 
has led to insights into the way I teach, and perhaps it may be true also for students that if their 
teachers can explain the point or purpose of the discussions, they will take a more deliberate and 
conscious approach to carrying out discussions in EDC. 
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